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Abstract 
This dissertation was written as part of the MSc in Art Law and Arts Management at 
the International Hellenic University. It joins a vibrant conversation in the cultural 
sector with regard to the ways museums extend their reach to engage current and 
potential audiences. The research explores the changes museums have experienced 
through the centuries in their core role, provisions, and functionalities, and articulates 
current trends and attitudes adopted by cultural institutions that struggle to remain 
relevant in the 21st century world.  
 
The aim of this dissertation is to underline and embrace the outstanding and 
innovative efforts made by museums and cultural institutions to reinvent the concept 
of experiencing arts and culture, and to provide the framework behind the issue on 
debate. The examination of this promising field of studies has been approached 
through extensive international literature research and case examples of museums 
around the world. Based on the opinions and suggestions of other researchers, the 
transformation of the 21st century museums is principally an aftermath of 
technological advancements. As a consequence, this dissertation stimulates museum 
professionals into challenging their institutions by responding positively to 
technological innovation and thus promoting the engagement, socialization, and 
extroversion of people. 
 
 
Keywords: museums, audience engagement, cultural sector, 21st century, technological 
advancements. 
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Introduction 
The rise in the attendance figures of museums in the 21st century demonstrates the 
major changes in consumer preferences as far as leisure activities are concerned. The 
main reasons seem to be reflected upon the new cultural trends that shape our 
society. However, without the great efforts made by museums to accommodate the 
new cultural trends, art would probably still be regarded an unapproachable 
commodity. 
 
The fundamental changes in the ways people experience museum visits is now a 
matter of discussion among academics and museum professionals. The propagation of 
digital technologies in our lives, in conjunction with society’s self-destructive addiction 
to faster living, have profoundly affected art museum practices. In some cases, the 
changes in society have marked the awakening of museums –which, for a long time, 
have been filled with inertia- while in some other cases, museums have directly been 
inspired by the world of lucrative business and marketing. 
 
As the discussion around contemporary museum practices results in divergent 
opinions, this dissertation will try to elucidate the historical framework of the issue on 
debate and to provide mental stimulus for further research. The main sources of data 
and information for this work have been drawn upon secondary sources like books 
(printed and online), academic journals, conference proceedings, reports, and online 
websites. The dissertation is organized as follows:  
 
In chapter 1, we have examined the concept of museum including the problematics 
that have emerged as a result of the different perspectives and advancements of the 
20th and 21st century.  
 
In chapter 2, we have focused on the practices and strategies museums undertake to 
assimilate themselves in the modern world and satisfy the needs of their stakeholders 
at all levels necessary. 
  -2- 
 
Chapter 3 aims to validate the ascendancy of digital technologies both in society and 
thus in museums, and to give prominence to the innovative practices and ideas of the 
digital era that can be exploited by museums as institutions, or even upon visitor 
experiences.  
 
Last in order but not of importance, chapter 4 brings to the attention examples of 
museum experiments that have led to groundbreaking experiences for museum 
visitors, based on the importance our society gives to the ‘experience phenomenon’. 
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1. The Concept of Museum 
Museum, as a concept and abstraction, may be taken for granted in the Western 
society. However, this does not mean that every single person on earth has a sense or 
knowledge of what museums stand for. The etymology of the term museum comes 
from the nine Muses of Greek Mythology, each one possessing a distinctive source of 
inspiration.1 Museums are generally thought to be places, sites, or buildings, where art 
is safeguarded, preserved, and displayed for the sake of people.2 
1.1  ICOM & The Definition of Museums 
The International Council of Museums (ICOM) is a membership association and a non-
governmental international organisation of museums and museum professionals that 
is committed to the research, conservation, continuation, and communication to 
society of the world’s natural and cultural heritage, present and future, tangible and 
intangible. Ιts statutes, which are the basic documents of the organisation, elaborate 
on the definition of the museum.3  
 
Throughout the years, and in particular from the emergence of ICOM in 1946 to 2007 
the definition of museum has changed several times, since it is generally considered 
that museums are ‘living organisms’ that interact with and are in the service of society 
and its needs.4 They are in a continual state of growth and progression,5 they must 
grow or they will perish.6 
 
The most recent ICOM definition of museum was adopted by the 22nd General 
Assembly in Vienna, Austria on the 24th of August 2007. Article 3 – Definition of Terms, 
of the ICOM Statute declares: “A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the 
service of society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, 
                                                 
1 Merriam-Webster, n.d., n.p. 
2 Günay, 2012, 1251. 
3 International Council of Museums, n.d., n.p. 
4 Lubar, 2017, 9. 
5 Golding and Walklate, 2019, 249. 
6 Flower, 1898, 13. 
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researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of 
humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment.”7 
 
Twelve years later, in 2019, ICOM announces that the establishment of a new 
definition will be subject to voting.8 ICOM declares that museums nowadays have 
thoroughly transformed their fundamental practices that the 2007 definition seems to 
be obsolete and in no way responding to the 21st century museum provisions and 
functionalities.9 
1.2  Museum Evolution 
If we are curious enough to trace the dawning of museums, we will find out that the 
very first museum-like practices, meaning the collection and display of natural and 
artistic treasures, can be found in the so called ‘Cabinets of Curiosities’, also known as 
‘wonder rooms’, in the 16th century.10 Cabinets of Curiosities were small collections of 
peculiar, unusual objects that were collected and preserved to narrate stories 
concerning wonders and oddities of nature, and to provide for a better understanding 
of the world.11 Their wealthy collectors belonged in the gentry of noblemen, royalty, 
and affluent merchants. The typical location of wonder rooms were private palaces 
open only to the collector, his circle, and the occasional visitors who were 
accompanied by a proper letter of introduction.12 Nowadays, these collections are 
recognised as the first pillars of the entrenched idea we have of museums as 
institutions and an advantageous means of promoting culture.13 
 
The earliest museums in Europe as secular places for public engagement and 
educational instruction through the presentation of artifacts to the public, are placed 
in the 17th or the 18th century. This new era of museums is associated with remarkable 
historical moments including the rise of the Enlightenment, the intellectual movement 
                                                 
7 International Council of Museums, n.d., n.p. 
8 International Council of Museums, 2019, n.p. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Museums.eu, n.d., n.p. 
11 British Library, n.d., n.p. 
12 Rodini, n.d., n.p 
13 Ntoulia, 2017, n.p. 
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that addressed the need to reveal new things that challenged new expectations.14 
During the Enlightenment, we begin to see determinate and linear collections, and the 
first museums devoted only to art, to name a few, the Capitoline in Rome (1734), 
the Louvre in Paris (1793), and the Alte Pinakothek in Munich (1836).15 
 
From their very first start, museums and galleries positioned themselves as 
educational institutions and set their dominant roles as the collection, display and 
preservation of artworks, and the advancement of public gratitude. These institutions 
felt the responsibility to preserve the collections they had in their hands for the sake 
and enjoyment of future generations. In the aftermath, the creation and circulation of 
knowledge by means of the development and research of collections was situated atop 
of their priorities.16 
 
The above mentioned facts have led museums, institutions, and cultural heritage sites 
to the overprotective and authoritarian aspect that most people have in their minds 
when they are asked to describe their personal museum experiences. Security 
measures, such as glass cases and ‘do not touch signs’, cordons that restrict access or 
even a close view of the objects, security guards in each gallery venue, and sometimes 
even the strict, old-fashioned, temple-like architecture, deter people from visiting such 
places.17 From now on and for the sake of brevity, in this paper we will name this type 
of museums ‘Traditional Museums’. 
 
 In the recent decades, the perpetual, rapid changes we experience, especially in the 
21st century, have profoundly affected Museum practices. Museums in our days are 
constantly trying to remain relevant to their audiences, no matter the consequences, 
and accommodate a changing world. In this kind of ‘combat-like race’, they are 
adequately ‘armed’ to finally win. Henceforward and for the sake of brevity, in this 
paper we will refer to these museums as ‘Modern Museums’. 
                                                 
14 Rodini, n.d., n.p. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Black, 2005, 1. 
17 Ibid. 
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Traditional Museums 
Before we move on, it is important to examine what we consider to be a traditional 
museum. Traditional museums were structured hierarchically, segregating 
responsibilities and functions with little or no interaction between employees, 
adopting a silo mentality.18 They have long supported a curator-centric practice, which, 
as a consequence, has overlaid any educational or institutional role in the early stages 
of exhibition development.19 The curator was acting in ways that atypically rendered 
the authority to him to stand as a lone creative.  As exhibitions belonged to the 
domain of the curator, they also comprised the key means through which museums 
were communicating with their audiences.20 This pattern in museum structure has 
remained dominant for many years to come, despite the attempt of an abundance of 
publications and policy statements to suggest an alternative, visitor-centric 
approach.21 
 
Museology defines the traditional museum functions and priorities as the following 
five: collection, preservation, exhibition, study, and education.22 In the past, museums 
were mightily bound to these functions. Their core priority was scholarly display, 
through which they allowed a ‘one size fits all approach’23 that rendered museums 
elitist and exclusive.24  
 
Another attribute of traditional museums is their Eurocentric character, which favored 
a wealthy, white, male, and heterosexual perspective.25 The museum idea and its 
fundamental practices are generally considered to be an occupation of the western 
culture. Until recently, the non-western models of museums and curatorial practices 
have not received the necessary attention by western scholars and museologists. This 
                                                 
18 Jung and Love, 2017, 38. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Black, 2005, 5. 
21 Jung and Love, 2017, 38. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Black, 2005, 5. 
24 Ross, 2004, 84. 
25 Gosselin and Livingstone, 2016, 8. 
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lack of attention, signifies a view of superiority of museological methodologies and 
models of the western culture over other cultures.26  
 
The transformation of museums to more ‘open-minded’ institutions, and receptive to 
new ideas, has emerged due to the flourishing scholarly critique and literature in the 
late 20th century,27 and to the increasing pressures of governing and funding bodies, of 
audiences, and of the profession itself.28 As a consequence of these critiques and 
pressures, museums were increasingly encouraged to reexamine and amend the ways 
they acquired, studied and displayed their collections, and to adopt practices more 
inclusive, explicit, and self-conscious.29 In fact, this change was the only option 
museums had to accommodate themselves to a changing museum world that was 
rising above them. 
Modern Museums 
The modern role of museums, their missions, their civic and social responsibilities, and 
their approaches to efficient engagement with communities are in an incessant state 
of transformation, as a response to the social and economic necessities, at local, 
national, and international levels.30 The 21st century’s constant, and rapid changes, 
have profoundly affected art museum practices. Museums are facing the increasing 
urgency to stay relevant and to be responsive to the acute social and environmental 
issues, such as population and sustainability, social justice, and human rights that have 
gained ascendancy in our world.31 
 
The explosive and developing environment of the last quarter of the 20th century, 
marked a fundamental alteration in the relationship of the museum with its public. 
From a position of vested subject authority and moral supremacy the late 20th century 
museum espoused the principles of equality and democratization, to redefine the 
                                                 
26 Kreps, 2003, 1. 
27 Ibid., 2. 
28 Black, 2005, 1. 
29 Gosselin and Livingstone, 2016, 8. 
30 Kelly, 2006, 1. 
31 Ibid. 
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relationship with its public.32 The key factors that led that way forward were: the 
appearance of a highly educated museum audience adjoining the baby-boom 
generation, the change of focus to a consumer and customer oriented society, the 
need for an assimilation of customer service principles into the public sector beginning 
in the early 1990s, and the perception of a new museology in which the visitor 
becomes part of a holistic museum experience, contrary to the passive role of the 
spectator type of visitor in museums of the late 19th and early 20th century.33 
 
In order to redefine and perpetuate their new identities, modern museums must act as 
agents of change and development, foster peace, promote the ideals of democracy 
and transparency in their communities, and identify themselves with the needs and 
demands of the people, whom they serve and reach out in society. To consolidate 
themselves as advocates of progress and advancement they should use their resources 
to the advantage of the dynamics of modern society and urban change.34 
 
The concept of museums responding to audiences as partners in a joint enterprise,35 
should reshape our image of what modern museums are, or will become in the near 
future. The focus has to be turned almost exclusively on the audience, which in turn 
should be offered the ability to make its own decisions.36 However, these practices 
require a considerable amount of work, study, and research to be done, which we will 
examine in the next chapter. 
 
To conclude, the distinction between modern and traditional museums is a corollary of 
the inevitable changes and advancements in anthropocentric societies. As a 
consequence, it profoundly relates to issues of museological practices, and under no 
circumstances manifests a classification for museums. The actual point of this 
                                                 
32 Burton and Scott, 2003, 65. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Arinze, 1999, 2. 
35 Black, 2005, 3. 
36 Burton and Scott, 2003, 65. 
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discrimination lies in the fact that the transformation of our society has its impact on 
the conversion from traditional, to social institutions.37 
1.3  Museums & The “New Museology” 
The changing character of the museum world that has emerged since the 1970’s, has 
brought forward the idea of a new museology.38 The term new museology was used as 
the title of a collection of papers, edited by Peter Vergo in 1989, where he suggested 
that the new museology emerged as “a state of widespread dissatisfaction with the 
"old" museology” and explained that “what is wrong with the ‘old’ museology is that it 
is too much about museum methods, and too little about the purposes of museums”.39 
In other words, the new museology questions and challenges traditional museum 
approaches to issues of internal operations (museums functions), and external 
relations between museums and their societies, and communities.40 It has evolved 
from previous flaws and failings of the old museology, and is based on the idea that 
the role of museums has to align with the needs of society.41  
 
In an ever-changing modern world, traditional museum practices were accused to be 
obsolete, and as we have already discussed above, elitist-based. The theorists of the 
new museology have created a discourse around the political and social agendas of 
museums and museum professionals, by which they have embraced new practices of 
communication and expression. All the necessary changes had to be broken down to 
all of the museum sectors, such as their core values, regulations, meanings and 
interpretations, distribution of power and authority, internal and external 
relationships.42 However, in order for all these theoretical concepts to be converted 
into actions, let alone effective and fruitful ones, strategic planning was an integral 
part of the process. 
 
                                                 
37 Visser, 2014, n.p. 
38 Ross, 2004, 84. 
39 Vergo, 1989, 3. 
40 Stam, 1993, 269. 
41 McCall and Gray, 2013, 20. 
42 Ibid. 
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From the very first steps of museums toward adopting a new museological approach, 
to our days, with an abundance of paradigm shifts, the influence and importance of 
the new museology has been major. Museology is a science of evolution and 
advancement, acting on the needs of different ages and societies, alongside the 
development of museums. The whole structure of the professional field experiences a 
constant change. Museological studies provide for highly developed skills and 
specialization in the field, museum management modules are revised, the number of 
volunteers is increased. As a consequence, it can be understood that the growing 
interest in museology is a positive sign for professionalism in the sector.43 
 
                                                 
43 Mensch, 1997, 149. 
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2. Museum Practices In The Contemporary World 
Meeting the demands placed on the 21st century museum, is undoubtedly an intricate 
task.44 Museums have the resources to excite, educate, entertain and enlighten. 
However, the ways these resources should be used in our ever-increasing pluralistic 
society are under debate.45  
2.1 The Concept of Innovation in Museums 
Today, museum experiences that communicate only passive information, on Art and 
History, to their visitors are falling into disuse. The need for museums to create a 
sustainable future, and continue to be relevant to and valuable for the next 
generations has shaped the urgency for new practices and strategies in the field.46 
These practices and strategies are growing and evolving based on the principles of 
marketing, as applied in the museum sector.  
 
In recent years, the word innovation has become a subject matter of significant 
interest and discussion among the museum sector. Innovation, if properly applied, can 
contribute to the realization of a museum’s organizational missions. Museum 
innovation can be defined as new and enhanced processes, products, or business 
models by which museums can attain their social and cultural missions.47  
 
In accordance with the literature, the areas of innovation in a museum can be divided 
in the product innovation, the process innovation, the organizational innovation and 
the marketing innovation. In general, innovation can be employed in the processes 
museums use to create experiences for their visitors.48 Seeing it from a different 
perspective, the conceptual structure of innovation consists of the open innovation, 
the social enterprise, and the social innovation.49 All of the above mentioned, 
                                                 
44 Black, 2005, 1. 
45 Gensler, 2015, 4. 
46 Axiell, 2016, 3. 
47 Eid, 2016, n.p. 
48 Borotis, 2018, n.p. 
49 Eid, 2016, n.p. 
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theoretical formulas can be adopted by museums with the ultimate aim of creating the 
museum of the future.50 
2.2 Museums & Marketing 
Museums are a complex phenomenon. In chapter 1, we have discussed their history 
and their tendancy to shift their character complying with the demands and pressures 
of different ages and societies. What we can call a fact about museums is that they 
vary a great deal in terms of type, funding, size, and collections, and that they are 
administered by an immense number of people, or other organizations. As a 
consequence, they are full of contradictions, since it is generally acknowledged that 
there is no common understanding of a museum. A common definition may render a 
moot image of what the term “museum” stands for, but the debates on the principles 
of museums continue undiminished.51 
 
Much like museums, marketing is uncertain. There is no single definition of marketing, 
rather, its principles are adjusted to the requirements of different situations. The only 
concept that harmonizes the various definitions is that of the customer. Customers, 
and admittedly people, comprise one of the pillars of the marketing rationale and 
marketing entails the process that will bring people and organizations together by 
building a relationship between them.52 In the promising field of museum marketing 
this relationship implicates museums and their visitors. 
 
Museums have been familiar with marketing theories for many years. However, most 
of them have turned their focus on becoming more adept at using marketing skills and 
tools, missing the real substance of the concept of marketing: the development of a 
relationship between their organization and its audience.53 Both sides have to be 
isometric and the needs of consumers have to be placed atop of the organization’s 
priorities. This relationship is translated as a business-oriented approach to turnover in 
                                                 
50 Borotis, 2018, n.p. 
51 McLean, 1997, 1. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Kolb, 2005, vii. 
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visitor figures and profit.54 However, to attain this kind of relationship museums and 
cultural organizations have to engage with established business marketing methods 
and techniques that will help them gain a better understanding of the attributes of 
their organization. These methods are: 
The SWOT Analysis 
One of the most widespread and effective tools and techniques in the fields of 
marketing, public relations, advertising, and in any other field that requires strategic 
planning. In particular, SWOT Analysis comprises an analysis method, internal and 
external, that determines the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 
involved in an organization, a plan, a project, a person, or a business activity.55 By 
conducting an external analysis, an organization discerns whether a specific factor 
constitutes an opportunity or a threat in its competitive environment. On the other 
hand, an internal analysis helps an organization identify its organizational strengths 
and weaknesses. As a consequence, a thorough SWOT analysis enables a museum to 
use its competitive qualities to its advantage, while minimizing and overcoming 
barriers to achieve the desired results.56  
The PEST Analysis 
A different analytical method and technique affecting the external business 
environment of the organization. PEST stands for Political, Economic, Social, and 
Technological, which are the macro-environmental factors of the analysis. The 
underlying idea of the PEST Analysis is that the organization has to respond to the 
changes of the external environment. The adversity, however, is that the PEST Analysis 
is very general in nature, which makes it difficult to be applied in various 
circumstances.57 With regard to museums, globally dispersed organizations have to 
conduct separate PEST Analyses, as different trends occur at different rates and 
places.58 The application of the adequate strategies represents a variable which is 
                                                 
54 McLean, 1997, 2. 
55 Gürel and Tat, 2017, 994. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Gupta, 2013, 35. 
58 Ibid. 
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contingent on the management and administration of a museum, and has a great 
influence on its sustainability.59 
2.3 External Factors in Museum Marketing Practices 
The transition from traditional to modern museums, is not only centered around the 
modes of display of their collection, or its preservation, but principally in the ways 
these museums shape their identities in order to engage a wider range of audiences 
through their practices, and reach their objectives. This is not always an easy task since 
museums are interacting with, and are affected directly by every spectrum of society. 
The external factors pointed below can stand either as impediments, or as useful tools 
for a museum’s mission: 
Societal Changes 
Societies are changeable constructions. As museums are intimately related with the 
society in which they are situated, societal developments have a strong influence on 
museum practices. The perception of museums as static repositories of historical and 
artistic treasures, and sites of worship is replaced by a new comprehension of 
museums, as public services and social agents that have a notable conservation role, 
but also a primarily educational, political, and social role within contemporary 
society.60 For museums to fulfill their purpose and accommodate themselves in 
society, they should observe systematically societal changes, identify new challenges, 
and modify the ways of interpreting, exhibiting, and mediating cultural heritage. The 
21st century has undoubtedly brought major changes in societies and accordingly, 
challenges for museums.61 
 
One of the most important societal challenges museums encounter are demographic 
changes. Patterns of demographic change are transforming the social landscape, 
recreating communities, and reconfiguring peoples’ lives. In order for museums to 
reflect the reality of the 21st century world, to become more democratized, and to 
                                                 
59 Pop and Borza, 2016, 12. 
60 Lanz, 2016, 179. 
61 Schilling, 2016, 146. 
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engage a broader audience, different communities have to be represented.62 The focus 
has to be turned to immigrants and people from different ethnicities. Recognizing 
cultural diversity leads to new perspectives and new directions in the museum work. 
Everybody belonging in a society should have the right to be welcomed and respected 
in museums, be allowed to speak, and be heard. 
 
Museums are trying to respond to societal and demographic changes by taking up the 
cause of participative museums that embrace involvement from all social groups of 
their communities, and that interpret integration as a two-way process.63 A notable 
example of museum practice, as a response to societal changes, is the integration of 
immigrants and refugees. There is a variety of best practice models from the museum 
sector that focuses on work with migrant groups, helps people find a place where they 
belong in the world and society through their collections, and aims to facilitate 
dialogue between cultures. However, not all museums can respond to societal changes 
following the same line.64 
The Birth of Culture Consumers 
In a rapidly changing and fast paced-world leisure time is confined, and thus 
priceless.65 People try to make the best of their leisure time engaging in various 
activities that will provide them with a sense of satisfaction, relaxation, and will relieve 
them from the burden of their daily routine.66  
 
In a contemporary era, where ‘money makes the world go round’, multiple leisure 
experiences compete each other for audience attraction and engagement using 
different marketing strategies.67 Museums are now forced to challenge themselves in 
an audience and client focused environment of leisure consumption. These changing 
                                                 
62 Farrell and Medvedeva, 2010, 8. 
63 Network of European Museum Organisations, 2016, 4. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Smith, 2007, 3. 
66 Medić et al., 2015, 391. 
67 Black, 2005, 2. 
  -16- 
patterns of leisure are now leading museums to offer and to market alternative 
narratives and experiences to a new, tech and media savvy consumer audience.68 
 
The changing social environment has inevitably increased the gravity for museums to 
change their attitude toward marketing. This change of attitude is due to the 
emergence of a new type of customer, the culture consumer. Culture consumers are 
not loyal to any particular form of art, or to art in general. Alternately, they are 
amenable to visit museums for a cultural experience, on condition that it also provides 
for entertainment.69 In addition, culture consumers are persistently bombarded with 
media messages,70 a great source of influence and delusion that dominates the 21st 
century consumer culture, and orders instant changes in the ways museums promote 
and market their appearance and services to the public. 
 
The theory of consumption in the context of consumer culture is thoroughly examined 
by Jean Baudrillard in his book ‘The consumer society: Myths and structures’, were he 
defines consumption as not something that individuals do and through which they 
acquire enjoyment, satisfaction and fulfilment, but rather, as a structure that is 
external to and coercive over individuals.71 Consumer society is a coded system of 
signs and the use of it via consumption is a substantial way in which people 
communicate with each other. The ideology entailed in this system, prompts people to 
falsely regard themselves affluent, complete, happy, and emancipated. In the modern 
consumer society we consume not only products, but also human services and 
accordingly human relationships. As a consequence, it is a matter of fact that 
consumption rules and commands our whole life.72 
2.4 Understanding Museum Audiences 
About 60 years ago, the relationship between museums and their audiences was one-
dimensional, reflecting the authoritarian character and role of the museum. Museums 
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identified their audiences as people knowledgeable about collections and the value 
they held in trust for society, and thus, those who were loyal visitors and could 
appreciate the policies by which artifacts were collected and interpreted.73 
 
However, in the last decades museums have changed their position toward audiences, 
to also include people from diverse groups and with the intention to vocalize their 
needs, and make their views known to other members of society.74 This practice has 
been a considerable step for the democratization of museums, since these groups 
have never been represented in such organizations before. Furthermore, museums 
have started to feel grateful for, and value the complex relationships that could 
contribute to achieving the organization’s objectives faster. Today, thousands of 
individuals in museums worldwide are involved in supporting the overall activities of 
museums through volunteering, acting as trustees, attending events, and providing 
information regarding collections.75 
 
Following the step of transformation from traditional to modern museums, and in 
particular from the product-led to the audience-centered approach, is the 
development of a better understanding of the nature of museum audiences, needs, 
expectations, and demands. The aim of museums at this stage should be both the 
development of an abiding relationship with the already existing audience, as well as 
actions to attract and engage with new audiences.76 The process of retaining frequent 
visitors and reaching new audiences is called audience development and requires the 
interaction and cooperation of various sectors, such as marketing, education, 
curatorial, and visitor services, to provide for varied experiences and an environment 
for both learning and enjoyment.77 
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As times change, museums are fighting for public funding and consequently, survival. 
They are asked to justify their funding and redefine their role in society.78 In any case, 
we have to face the reality that renders museums without visitors lifeless and with no 
purpose. As a matter of course, this reality reminds us of one of the key roles of 
museums: serving their visitors. To achieve this, museums have to surpass the barriers, 
become receptive to visitor involvement and engagement, while at the same time 
conserving and safeguarding collections for the sake of future generations.79 
 
The starting point in planning a strategy, with the ultimate aim to engage audiences is 
to search and learn about visitors and non-visitors, the actual and potential audiences, 
and the ways the external factors we have examined in section 2.2 influence those 
people to pay for a visit at a museum, or to choose another leisure trend.80 
Professional audience research is vital for museums to make decisions on programme 
activities, and to react to the changing behavioral patterns of society by strengthening 
their responsiveness.81This audience-centric approach is the means through which a 
museum can achieve its sustainability.82 
2.5 Visitor Studies  
Precise information on actual and potential museum audiences, crucial to the work of 
the organization, is commonly defined as ‘market research’. This term, however, does 
not reflect the full range of the stakeholders of a museum, like sponsors, corporate 
users, volunteers, etc.83 The rise in the practice of understanding visitors has evolved 
alongside the urgency to match visitors’ expectations, by improving services and 
exhibitions.84 This type of research represents only a part of the actions museums take 
to fully understand what motivates a visit to their organization.85  
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In fact, all of the above are pieces of a wider term aiming at the improvement of the 
visitor’s experience: visitor studies. Visitor studies are a relatively new trend adopted 
by museums, despite the fact that it has emerged approximately nine decades earlier. 
One of the main reasons of this delay is intimately related with the ‘customs’ of old 
museum practices, and in particular, the authority given to curators to develop the 
museum product at their discretion. However, as museums lean toward an audience-
oriented approach, a consistently resourced programme of visitor studies has to be at 
the core of the activities of museums.86  
 
In general, visitor studies try to understand the movement of visitors, their behaviors, 
and their motivation to visit museums.87 Before the 1920’s visitor studies in museums 
were infrequent. The first systematic, data-based observations of museum visitors 
were conducted by Edward Robinson and Arthur Melton, starting at approximately 
1925.88 Although these studies have been extensively circulated and cited, it was not 
until the late 1960’s and early 1970’s a variety of researchers from the fields of 
education, psychology, and museum studies initiated systematic studies of visitors.89 
Harris Schettel and Chan Screven, in particular, launched a series of evaluation studies, 
introducing a revived interest about the behavior of visitors in exhibition venues of all 
types.90 
 
The scope of visitor studies includes five, occasionally overlapping, areas of study. 
These are: audience research and development, exhibition design and development, 
programme design and development, general facility design, and visitor services.91 
Some of those areas will concern our research and will be examined in more detail. 
2.6 Audience Research  
Audience research is the process of researching and analyzing the reasons why people 
visit or do not visit a museum, which are the factors that entice repeat visitations, 
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what conditions or actions will attract new audiences, and how society perceives the 
public role of the museum. The answer to all of the questions above can be found in 
the ever-growing field of marketing and public relations.92 In this modern day and age, 
where the threat of leisure trends and activities creates a challenging environment for 
museums to stay relevant to their audiences, the competition for visitor attraction 
should be based on efficient marketing practices. 
 
In the first place, every museum has to acknowledge that it is arguably impossible to 
reach and appeal to each and every consumer in the marketplace. Potential audiences 
can be shaped according to the type, character, services offered, and the role of 
museum in the society, and may be excessive in number, broadly dispersed, having 
distinct needs, preferences, wants, and demands.93 Therefore, it is preferable for 
competitors to focus on their own stamina and engage specific audience segments. 
Each museum has to determine its principal audiences and take steps to reach and 
serve them.94 
Market Segmentation 
The discourse around audience research cannot begin without a basic understanding 
of market segmentation.95 Since its introduction in the late 1950’s, the approaches 
around market segmentation have been increasing in both number and types.96 
Audience appraisals provide essential qualitative data on audiences and as marketing 
tools, they use market segmentation techniques to provide for the classification of 
audiences.97 Moreover, defining museums’ approach to audience, or market targets, 
constitutes the first stage in developing a marketing plan.98  
 
Museums can approach their markets by using one of the following ways: mass 
marketing, segmentation marketing, niche marketing, and customized marketing. 
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Museums’ behavior toward visitors should exclude, in every way possible, a one-
dimensional approach, in order to refrain from disregarding diversity in the market.99 
As set out above (subsection 1.2.1), in the past and yet until recently, museums used 
to adopt a ‘one size fits all approach’ in relation to their audiences,100 and regard 
visitors to be a heterogeneous group of people, named the general public.101 However, 
as museums have been subject to a major change of perspective, and in particular with 
the advent of technology, it has become more practical and cost-effective to respond 
to the needs of different individuals in a customized way.102 This reflects the reality of 
museums to broaden their customer base.103 
 
Nowadays, acquiring attendance in museums is a core activity and the valuation 
standard of museum performance. The changes that have occurred in the art field, and 
in general, in society, have elicit an increased interest in market segmentation.104 The 
process of dividing the market into segments should start by asking three fundamental 
questions: i) who are the targets that the museum wants to reach?, ii) what are the 
characteristics of these target groups?, and iii) where do they reside? Answering these 
questions is essential in creating a clearly defined target marketing plan.105 The 
marketing aim of museums is clearly not selling out all of the entrance tickets, but 
attracting the right people, with the right message, through the right means, at the 
right time, with the right product, at the right price.106 
 
The theory of marketing suggests that there is no right or wrong way to divide a 
market.107 Instead, there are several patterns of audience segmentation approaches 
for museums.108 Segmentation is applied based on an array of variables, some of which 
are classified as the classic and major categories used in segmenting consumer 
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markets.109 These categories of variables divide audiences in terms of: demographics, 
geography, socio-economics, structured educational use, special interest, and 
psychographic segmentation.110 However, in literature there are some differing views 
on this point. Kotler, for instance, suggests that the major categories of variables are 
the following four: geographical, demographic, psychographic, and behavioral. Today, 
with the proliferation of information technologies, museums use more sophisticated 
research methods to gather and analyze information.111 Nevertheless, this issue will be 
reviewed in more detail in the next chapter. 
 
Museums that attempt to create a demographic profile of their audience have to 
research information about the local population, concretely, visitors’ data regarding 
age, gender, education, class, and occupation.112 These data will grant the museum 
competence in understanding the attributes of their current visitors and the segments 
they represent, and discern existing from potential audiences.113 Geographical 
segmentation divides the market of visitors depending upon residency. Some 
examples of this classification are: locals, day trippers, and national or international 
tourists.114 Psychographic segmentation is concerned with social class, lifestyle, and 
personality characteristics, whilst behavioral segmentation breaks consumers into 
groups based on their knowledge, attitude, or use of products and services.115 
Categories as the ‘socio-economics’, ‘structured educational use’, and ‘special 
interest’, as it emerges, are in a way part of the behavioral or behavioristic 
segmentation.  
2.7 Audience Development 
Audience Development can be defined as the process of improving services to existing 
visitors and reaching out to new audiences.116 It is an attitude and philosophy,117 an 
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enlightened concept to delivering public purpose, and to staying relevant and resilient 
to all the different groups of community.118 In addition, it is a planned and targeted 
management process that invites to cooperation all areas of a museum to deliver the 
organisation's overall aims and objectives to high quality standards.119 The scope of 
audience development is broad and covers a multitude of activities.120 According to 
Kotler, these activities should provide a breadth of experiences, such as aesthetic and 
emotional delight, celebration and learning, recreation and sociability.121 
 
Since every museum is unique, there is no single, right way to create an audience 
development plan. Having conducted researches and being based on their outcomes, 
museum plans should reflect the scale, resources, personality, and purpose of the 
organization.122 However, literature suggests several guidelines for successful audience 
development strategies that museums can adapt to their requirements. The steps 
toward a successful audience development strategy include: understanding visitors 
through research, dividing visitors in segments, deepening the engagement with 
existing visitors, and engaging new audiences using a series of tools and practical 
approaches.123 
 
Following the process of segmentation, is the development of a strategic plan aiming 
at the engagement of audiences. Τhe starting point for museums should always be 
their existing visitors. By virtue of all the research, literature, and studies, there are 
many ways to engage audiences and encourage return visits in the present-day world.  
Engaging Existing Audiences 
It stands to reason that frequent visitors might feel like they have experienced all the 
offers provided by a museum. Refreshing a museum’s offer by providing new and 
exciting experiences can help improve return visits. Some effective tactics could be: 
organizing events that target different audiences, hosting temporary exhibitions, 
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adding new acquisitions to the permanent collection, and promoting one artifact at a 
time, in order to satisfy visitors’ needs to learn more.124 
 
The maintenance of a regular relationship with museums audiences, namely audience 
communication, is key to ensuring repeat visitations. Museums usually confuse 
communication with broadcasting. Audience communication refers to building and 
sustaining a bidirectional conversation and a durable relationship with audiences.125 
Creating a database by making use of audiences’ personal information that complies 
with the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), will help museums reach out 
and inform their visitors via e-mail newsletters, personalized invitations, early bird 
tickets for special events, shop discounts, etc. 
 
Finally, membership schemes form a kind of affiliation between museums and visitors, 
in particular, one that designates commitment and loyalty to the organization. 
Through membership schemes, museums reward loyal visitors by allowing multiple 
visits at a reasonable cost. In many cases, they function as the leading body of an 
organization, as they normally fundraise for museums and are a promising source of 
volunteers and advocates. In exchange for their loyalty, they are awarded with a 
plethora of benefits, such as free admission, informative newsletters and personal 
calls, private views, discounts in the shop/restaurant, privileged customer care, as well 
as other advantages, depending on each museum’s offer.126  
Engaging New Audiences 
The focus on audiences in museums is not only a useful tool to fight against the 
severity of the competition among visitors’ attractions. Understanding visitors and 
developing audiences are the cornerstones of a sustainable, long-term future for 
organizations.127 Museums have to acknowledge that they cannot be passive when it 
comes to audience engagement.128 Recognizing when change is required, is the first 
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step toward adopting new initiatives, to becoming more open and receptive.129 In the 
aftermath, making museums more accessible is crucial to cultivating audiences 
efficiently.130  
 
The starting point in engaging new audiences is understanding that the visitors’ first 
impression is critical to the museum experience.131 A museum can evaluate and draw 
conclusions with regard to its visitors’ experiences, by developing a plan that indicates 
the newcomers’ journey.132 The stages of this plan should encompass: the way through 
which the new visitor has been informed about the museum’s core offers, a research 
of alternative options and the reasons why a visitor would prefer to visit the specific 
organization, the visitors’ impression of the journey and arrival, their experience of the 
overall organization’s offer, and finally, the tangible and intangible elements they take 
with them as they leave, namely the nature of memories they have obtained. The 
challenge that follows the on-the-ground field research of potential audiences, is 
improving visitors’ journey based on the evidence collected.133  
 
New audiences can be attracted by setting targeted long-termed objectives. At this 
stage, museums have to prepare the groundwork for later initiatives.134 Engaging new 
audiences can be a delicate issue for museums. Focusing too actively on attracting new 
audiences, can result in losing existing ones.135 As a consequence, museums seeking to 
broaden their audience base and address a wider social mix, have to harmonize and 
balance their endeavors toward existing and new visitors.136 Right positioning and 
efficient engagement require a series of potential planning stages, which entail the 
prerequisites of removing barriers to participation and embracing community 
involvement.137 
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Audience Engagement Practices 
The trend toward accessibility, both in attracting visitors and making their experience 
more intuitive138 affects museum practices in a straightforward way. One of the most 
frequent problems visitors face, is that they are not always in the position to make 
contextual links with what they see on display and without the interpretative help of 
an expert.139 This situation was not an issue of concern for museums in the past, since 
they used to be receptive only to an upper educated and affluent social class, 
excluding diverse parts of the public. As a result, these groups have chosen to stay 
away from museums, even in the years that followed, expressing their belief that this 
kind of organizations were simply not for them.140  
 
Nowadays, museums are attempting to broaden their audiences and make their 
collections more accessible to the public. To achieve this, they use as ‘engagement 
means’ more sophisticated interpretation tools. These tools consist of audio guides, 
interactive experiences, context-based labels, as well as carefully trained mediators, 
aiming to make museum experiences worthwhile by associating and embracing the 
communication between visitors and collections.141 All of the practices mentioned 
above are strengthening museums’ educational role and improving the visitor-museum 
interaction. As a matter of fact, the engagement of visitors in interactive experiences, 
is more likely to attribute positive impressions and provoke repeat visitations.142  
 
Audience engagement is an incessant challenge for museum professionals. The core of 
their responsibilities involves changing human behavior by seeking to persuade non-
visitors, who may feel indifferent for museums, under-represented, or excluded from 
society, to affiliate themselves with the organization and feel welcome to visit 
anytime. Since museums does not seek to engage people occasionally, this change of 
behavior should be permanent. The bottom line here, is the pertinence of the product 
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on offer to target audiences and the willingness for modifications or totalitarian 
changes.143 
 
What do all of these changes mean in terms of creating an engaging museum? A deep 
insight into inclusiveness, an integration, and democratization to the representation of 
people, as members of staff, artists, and to the participation in events, programmes, 
collections, exhibitions, and research. To conclude, the term engagement assimilates 
not just the physical and sensory, but also the intellectual, social, cultural, and 
economic access. To phrase it in other words, the eradication of barriers to 
participation.144 
2.8 Museum Experiences through Exhibition Design and Development 
Different museums choose to follow distinct approaches to management and 
organization of their collections and services. Museums can be encyclopedic, 
collections driven, devoted to a single subject, activity centered, or even research 
oriented. What can be said about museums, is that by making changes in the way their 
collections are presented to the public, they can offer memorable experiences, ideas, 
and activities that are difficult to be found elsewhere.145 
 
Museum exhibitions are the core function of a museum. More specifically, exhibitions 
are the means through which communication between the museum and the audience 
can be accomplished. A successful exhibition provides visitors with a transformative 
experience that extends and changes their awareness, interest, and attitude toward 
aspects of both themselves, and the world.146  
 
The shift of focus from collections to audiences has led to another major shift, from 
the importance of the museum setting and exhibitions, to the facilitation of satisfying 
experiences and learning among visitors. As many museums have become audience-
oriented, there is an increasing need for research in visitor experiences. Information 
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and data from this research are crucial for decision making in museums marketing and 
exhibition planning.147 Clearly, museums mean different things to different people, 
diversity and institutional change are inseparable components of cultural evolution, 
leading to innovation in the field.148 As a consequence, this necessity of changes has 
induced a debate that engages museum directors, curators, exhibition designers, and 
educators in a discourse about museum exhibitions and audiences.149 
 
Museum exhibition design and development can be an intricate task, as its primary 
function is to serve as a mediator of content presented in a way that can be easily 
grasped by audiences, irrespective of their educational background, or level of 
knowledge.150 Many specialists in the field have brought new insights to museum 
exhibitions, notably in respect of digital technology, which has had a considerable 
impact on the design process in museum exhibition project development. Moreover, 
traditional exhibition design is progressively superseded by cross-disciplinary practices 
that engage a broad range of design aspects, namely, graphics, typography, lighting, 
products, space, interface design, design management, digital media, and design 
production.151  
Museum exhibitions communicate with audiences by adopting diverse types, 
functions, sizes and approaches to visitor experience.152 These modes of 
communication should cater for enticing visitor experiences, providing the opportunity 
for observation or hands-on experimentation that can lead to enjoyment, amusement, 
and acquisition of museological knowledge.153 Nowadays, museums are increasingly 
recognizing that alternative types of experiences, less cerebral and intuitive are gaining 
momentum. A lot of people visit museum exhibitions seeking for sociability. In 
addition, others prefer educational and participatory experiences. Families frequently 
search for experiences that will engage and educate their children, while other 
segments of visitors are looking for both recreational activities and learning. As part of 
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a holistic experience in museum and in addition to viewing exhibitions, visitors will also 
seek places to shop, dine, and relax.154 
 
In the end, we have to be in the position to understand that the ultimate aim of 
exhibitions and associated activities in museums is to engage audiences with 
collections, elicit due attention, retain it, and reflect it. Indubitably, there is no single 
way to the perfect display. Rather, museums should define the most suitable way 
forward in their particular circumstances, acknowledging that times and societies have 
changed, and trying to address their community’s needs and demands.155 
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3. Emerging Technologies In Museums 
In the 21st century world digital technologies have intruded in our everyday lives, more 
critically than ever before, affecting aspects one could ever imagine. The constant 
developments of digital means of entertainment have gripped people in front of their 
screens, and have created a powerful and intense necessity for internet connection.156 
With regard to museum sector, new technologies are a catalyst for creating new 
museum experiences and enhancing conventional ones in exceptional ways.157 The 
statement of the problem here, which has emerged by virtue of the proliferation of 
new technologies, is that museum professionals have to think about ways of making 
collections and exhibitions relevant in today’s world, as well as efficient ways of 
competing with all the available entertainment options and activities, in order to 
entice visitor attention and embrace visitation in museums.158 
3.1 Reinventing the museum: The Digital Transformation 
The origins of the application of new technologies in museums are placed in the mid-to 
late 1960s. These technologies have had an impact in the practices of manipulation of 
museum information, namely the process of tracking and identifying objects, 
cataloguing, displaying and accessing infromation, interpreting and telling stories 
about objects in museums. It is notable to mention that despite their early 
developmental stages, many museum professionals have acknowledged the 
beneficiality of emerging technologies in the service of the museum field. From the 
late 20th century onwards, the museum sector has adopted an ultimately different 
stance toward digital technologies, more receptive and amenable.159 
 
Technological innovation and the transition to digitization are reshaping the role and 
mission of museums as producers and distributors of cultural content.160 The digital 
transformation of museums can take many forms, from providing visitors with the 
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opportunity to use smartphones or tablets throughout the site to enhance their 
experience, to digitizing collections, making them accessible and available worldwide, 
to engaging with people before and after their visits via online channels.161 All of the 
practices mentioned above are considered to be falling under the scope of education 
and learning in museums.  
3.2 Digital Literacy and Museums 
As set out in chapter 1, in the past and particularly in the 20th century, the emphasis in 
the majority of museums was on collecting, a practice that was diminishing the 
significance of the learning function, turning it into a second priority.162 However, in 
the 21st century the educational role of museums has become ubiquitous, all the more 
so, with the advent of digital technology and its applications in museums. To fulfill the 
purposes of learning, museums strive to broaden access and engage more learners.163 
In order to do so, they move into changing the core of their educational activities by 
adopting new technologies. 
 
To respond to an ever-increasing demand, museums make available online-on 
museum websites, cultural and crowdsourced platforms, social media, mobile devices- 
and onsite, a great number of curated digital heritage content, with the intention of 
making knowledge and free-choice learning widely accessible to a broad audience 
worldwide.164 In practical terms, thousands of people, academics or not consult 
museum online collections and archives for research purposes, inspiration, learning, 
and in general, as official sources of information.165 In addition, exhibitions that 
integrate digital technologies become more enticing when seen from the point of view 
of the youngest, technology-savvy generation, who maintain a more critical stance 
about museum experiences and need more compelling reasons to visit physically a 
museum, instead of being gratified with the online material.166 
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Co-creation plays a pivotal role in the development of cultural participation and 
learning. I could not provide a more glaring example than the case of museum 
volunteers and communities.167 Apart from the traditional assignments undertaken by 
a body of volunteers, the process of transcription of manuscript archives for digital 
publishing projects168 could be impressively accelerated, if museums allocated the bulk 
of work that has to be carried out to volunteers and communities that would 
otherwise be assigned to a few employs. The importance of digital collections and 
archives lies in the fact that traditional models of accessing knowledge and information 
related to artworks and cultural heritage, are experiencing a profound change, making 
culture globally accessible and inclusive.169 
 
Social media channels are one of the most influential means, museums use to engage 
with millions of people, whether they are frequent visitors, potential visitors, non-
visitors, virtual visitors, or online communities.170 In terms of learning, museums use 
social media to communicate information about many works of art in their collections, 
by posting photographs with an accompanying text, or articles about artists and their 
artworks, museum history, and information regarding the ways they have acquired 
them. A noteworthy example of remarkable professionalism on social media 
management is the instagram profile of Centre Pompidou in Paris. The museum posts 
high quality pictures of its collection and provides a short story, a myth, or a hidden 
meaning about artworks, along with technical specifications. By adopting practices like 
the ones mentioned above, museums make accessible parts of their collections to the 
wider public and promote learning outside of their walls. 
3.3 Internet Marketing in Museums 
Internet Marketing is a valuable tool toward attracting visitors. In the beginning, the 
use of museum websites resembled the use of brochures. That is to say, inviting the 
public to visit, promoting new exhibitions, and informing about collections and 
activities. This situation has started to change when museum professionals researched 
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and acknowledged the potentials of the World Wide Web. Global communication, 
achieved through internet connection, has laid the groundwork for facilitating contact, 
making it faster and more economical. These new means of contact included computer 
mediated conferencing, e-mail lists, discussion boards, bulletin boards, and chat 
rooms. Nowadays, the role of social networking has been extended to offering and 
sharing information and to creating online communities.171  
 
At a time when digital transformation and innovation is driving growth forward, every 
museum, irrespective of budget, is expected to accommodate its online 
representation. The evolution from clearly simplistic websites, which inform visitors 
about visiting hours, ticket prices, and collections, has led the way in more 
sophisticated types of museum representations online, giving more emphasis to 
content and learning. The ultimate expression of a museum’s public image on the 
internet is the development of virtual museums also referred to as hyper museums, 
digital museums, cyber museums, or web museums.172 
Virtual Museums 
In practical terms, a virtual museum is a digital entity aiming at complementing, 
enhancing, or augmenting museum experiences for visitors, by means of interactivity, 
customization, and enrichment of content. Virtual museums draw on the 
characteristics of physical museums, and can either perform as a digital imprint of a 
physical museum, or act independently.173 In compliance with the mission given by the 
International Council of Museums, virtual museums provide public access to both the 
learning systems, and the organization and display of collections, while at the same 
time, are committed to long-term preservation for the sake of future generations.174 
Many museums today, embrace and promote the concept of accessibility and 
democratization in the sector of arts, creating virtual tours of their gallery spaces by 
                                                 
171 Richani, Papaioannou and Banou, 2016, 2. 
172 Ibid., 2, 3. 
173 Virtual Museum Transnational Network, 2014, n.p. 
174 Ibid. 
  -34- 
utilizing virtual reality technologies.175 Moreover, in partnership with Google Arts & 
Culture, an online platform for arts, culture, and heritage, a multitude of 3D virtual 
tours in museums or heritage sites have been made possible.176 
Social Media 
Returning to the ever-increasing use of social media in museums, it is important to 
examine the ways through which communication, and subsequently engagement, with 
existing and potential audiences can be achieved. Social media platforms, like 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Tumblr, and LinkedIn provide diverse opportunities for 
cultural institutions to instantly spread their offerings across the world. Facilitating 
accessibility has profoundly contributed to major changes in the perspective of many 
museums, allowing the general public to see à huis clos. With this new dimension of 
access, museum departments like collection management, research, education, and 
conservation are now enabling museums to demonstrate their core values.177 
 
Before the emergence of social media, the departments of marketing and public 
relations have been accountable for representing and promoting the public image of a 
museum based solely on their mastery. Nowadays however, museum professionals 
hold in their possession a powerful tool that blurs the lines between traditional roles of 
exhibition developers, designers, educators, and conservators, merging with roles 
formerly undertaken by marketing and public relations departments, as well as one 
that enables audiences to discover a museum’s diverse identities.178  
 
A very insightful example of allowing museum audiences to see behind closed doors, 
engage visitors, and assist in expanding their understanding of what museums actually 
do179, is the projection of the ‘Operation Night Watch’ by Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam-
the largest research and restoration project of the museum- live and online through 
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social media channels.180 Acknowledging the needs and interests of audiences, many 
museums across the world have adopted this practice in order to bring conservators 
out of their rooms, into public spaces, and share the once closely held secrets of 
restoring works of art.181 Other social media practices in museums enable followers to 
watch exhibition designers planning the early stages of a new exhibition, or interviews 
with educators, curators, and artists on particular subjects. As a matter of record, 
sharing internal museum processes with the public is the actual impetus behind online 
public engagement, let alone sharing this information in a proper and enticing way.182 
 
With the passage of time, museums have started to realize that the use of social media 
can be extended to include a variety of functions, rather than solely promoting and 
advertising exhibitions and events.183 As we have already seen in chapter 2, 
understanding museum audiences is the most important step towards engaging 
diverse audiences. Although there are many researches on visitor studies, they are not 
always sufficient enough to investigate the reactions of specific audiences in 
museums.184 Social media can overcome this kind of limitations, as they can be used as 
a valuable tool for effective research on visitors’ behavior by analyzing data of users’ 
posts on social media platforms.185 Visitors’ posts inside the physical space of a 
museum generate feedback on exhibitions, programming, and events, while 
interactions on museums’ posts initiate an open dialog that gives voice to the public, a 
goal that was hard to reach before the emergence of social media.186 
 
Despite the fact that the majority of museums in the 21st century have generated a 
robust online image of themselves, some are still losing out on the most significant 
element of social media, the interaction and namely the ‘social’ out of social media. 
Instead of using social media as a publishing tool for press releases and 
announcements, museums have to become receptive, flexible, and take time to listen 
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to their audiences. Using digital tools for feedback, like geolocation and hashtags, 
visitors seek to develop a relationship with and at the same time award museums for 
the experiences offered. In order to express their gratitude toward visitors, museums 
have to embrace interaction by reposting photographs, liking and commenting on 
posts, responding to questions and private messages, and offering intriguing 
giveaways. Displaying a range of perspectives enables museum followers to feel 
ownership over exhibitions and activities, and as a consequence makes possible an 
increase in visitation numbers, memberships and donations.187 
 
In the final analysis, all the different social media functions we have examined above 
render a museum relevant to the wider world and contribute to its uniqueness and 
success in building strong bonds with its audiences and communities.188 
3.4 The Bias Against Smatphones in Museums 
In a time when smartphones have become an omnipresent and essential personal 
device, there is still a great number of museum professionals who regard smartphones 
as their principal adversaries. That being the case, museums worry that if the 
organization itself, or its visitors post content of collections and exhibitions online, the 
number of people who will visit the museum physically will be decreased.189 
Furthermore, it is generally acknowledged that in many cases smartphones and the 
craze around social media -which has shaped our persistence in capturing proof that 
we have visited a particular place-190 distracts people from actually observing the 
exhibits and leads to isolated, individualized experiences, in consequence of the 
decline in social interactions in the museum.191 
 
Despite the fact that no one can question the challenges and pitfalls of utilizing digital 
technologies in museums, everyone should acknowledge that smartphones, and in 
general smart devices, have intruded in our everyday lives and whether we are 
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advocates or opponents of the services they offer, we should not merely regard them 
as a distraction, yet as an asset to museums. By way of example, when museum 
professionals observe that the younger visitors of their museums -in most cases the 
millennials- are captivated by their phones throughout the visit, they tend to think that 
museum experiences are indifferent to them. While this may be the case for some 
people, others choose to use their smartphones in order to photograph exhibits that 
have seduced them, to share their experience and encourage their social network to 
visit, or even to make notes for further research.192 
 
For the preponderance of people, smartphones are an extension of themselves. If, for 
the sake of argument, museums adopt strict policies regarding the use of smartphones 
inside their galleries, requiring visitors to keep their phones out of sight could instantly 
prejudice and provoke a bad experience.193 Museum attitude has for a very long time 
been equivalent to restrictions. Since, however, digital technology and smartphones 
are ubiquitous, these restrictions have progressively been transcended. In the last few 
years, many visitors irrespective of their age and nationality, have shown their 
preference in interacting with art by using their screen as an intermediary. In fact, 
most of them spend more time in taking pictures of artifacts, than in observing them 
and trying to deconstruct them.194  
 
The question that is raised here is how museums can respond to this trend in an 
insightful way. The choice depends on a lot more than a simple question of increasing 
attendance or restricting it. Smartphone policy in museums has initiated a discourse 
around what museums can, should, and will finally represent to their visitors.195 
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4. Alternative Museum Experiences 
The importance of the ‘experience phenomenon’ first began to take hold in the world 
of marketing around five years ago, as brick-and-mortar businesses sought to find a 
way to attract new, and predominantly young people, who in any other case might do 
their shopping online. The aspiration of creating something that can actually be felt in 
lieu of purchased or observed in an unresponsive way, has since influenced the way of 
thinking and acting in museums.196  
4.1 An Overview of Success Stories 
As we have already discussed in the chapters above, creating new experiences in 
museums requires the redefinition of their core missions in order to reach or even 
surpass audience expectations and needs. In the 21st century many museums have 
achieved to conceptualize and implement dozens of alternative experiences that 
leverage contemporary trends and fun.197 The examples provided below illustrate 
innovative concepts museums have adopted to present their content to the public in a 
different light and perspective, more stimulating and engaging: 
Yoga in Museums 
While, in the past, museums had reservations about disregarding the risks of 
combining art and activity, an increasing number of museums today are celebrating a 
revolutionary connection between art and yoga, offering innovative exercise classes 
that take place among their exhibition installations.198 Among those are:  
 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, which has managed to merge art gallery 
tours with dance performances and workouts in an extraordinary event named ‘The 
Museum Workout’. The early morning event was guided by two dancers wearing 
sequined dresses and sneakers, and performing a variety of heart rate raising 
movements. The tour has resonated well with the audience. On its initial 
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announcement the performance sold out, and when the museum extended the run in 
response to high demand, all tickets were sold in an afternoon.199 
 
In like manner, once a month the Centre Pompidou in Paris invites the public to an ‘Art 
Detox’ matinée. In this guided tour, participants have the opportunity to explore 
creation through the senses by combining a bodily experience and contemplation in 
front of a selection of masterpieces of the center’s collection. The end of this session 
stimulates the beginning of a discussion around issues of modern and contemporary 
art, as well as a reinterpretation of the anchor piece of the guided tour in a form of a 
cocktail, designed and created to awaken the senses and taste buds. The third and last 
part of ‘Art Detox’ consists of a conference conducted by an art historian, while 
participants can extend their experience with a face to face audio encounter with a 
masterpiece in the collection.200 
 
Last but not least, on its second month of operation the Goulandris Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Athens embraces yoga practicing among its artworks, professing 
that body, mind and breathing work together through the practice of yoga, enhancing 
the spiritual well-being and self-concentration.201 It is very likely that the Goulandris 
museum has marked a new era for the openness of Greek museums, which in their 
majority are still sustaining a more traditional marketing approach. 
Active Participation & Performance 
The growing emphasis on audience participation as a means to experiment and relate 
to artistic or cultural artefacts at an emotional level has exhorted museums to new 
modalities that broaden visitor access and enhance their engagement.202 Science 
museums, for example, represent a very pertinent living example of imaginative 
institutions that combine participation and performance to create remarkable 
intensified experiences. 
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The NEMO’s Science Museum in Amsterdam mission is to familiarize the public with 
science and technology in an interactive and accessible way, in the museum, at 
schools, at nationwide events and online.203 Though workshops, shows, chemistry 
laboratories for children, and holiday events people are invited to participate in 
science immersive experiences.204  
 
The Science Museum of London among the learning experiences, events, and 
workshops in the museum facilities, or through the online website, offers the 
possibility for museum outreach. The outreach team of the museum can bring a 
variety of dynamic shows and workshops to schools or community venues.205 
However, one of the most remarkable activities organized by the museum was the so 
called ‘Cockroach Tour’, where audiences were invited to wear cockroach costumes 
and follow around their cockroach guide, who addressed them as if they were 
cockroaches, explaining human science from a cockroach’s perspective.206 
Pop-Up Culture, Experiential Art and Immersive Aesthetic Experiences 
Although the 1970s and 1980s saw the emergence of video, installation, and live 
performance as important new ways to create art,207 it is only in the last few years that 
the craze around experiential art and immersive aesthetic experiences has flourished 
to a greater extent in museums around the world. 
 
 Experiential artists like the prolific Yayoi Kusama are creating the ultimate instagram 
exhibitions, addressing the challenges of our times.  Yet, in 2014 the Japanese artist 
has been nominated as the world’s most visited artist, owing to the fact that her 
exhibitions attracted over 2 million visitors.208 On a personal visit, in the summer of 
2019, to the Foundation Louis Vuitton in Paris that hosted one of Kusama’s Infinity 
Mirror Rooms, named the “Phalli’s Field”, I came up against a large queue waiting to 
enter, be immersed, and photograph in the installation. The question that arises here 
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is why visitors are attracted in masses by experiential exhibits, while they choose to 
give less attention or overrun works of art that use conventional mediums? 
 
To answer this question, we have to understand that the concept of globalization in 
conjunction with the profusion of digital devices has favored the spread of a pop-up 
culture, and consequently the phenomenon of pop-up museums.209 If we trace the 
roots of pop-up culture, we will come up against the technology landscape that has led 
to a major shift in the relationship between the producers and the consumers, and has 
indicated the need for more collaborative and social cultural forms. The underlying 
idea of pop-up culture is a reconsideration of the passive role of the consumers as 
mere users of the content in display from established traditional channels, to an ever-
increasing active, social, and collaborative role, made possible from widely dispersed 
channels.210  
 
As seen from a market economy perspective, pop-up culture is a fad of the 
contemporary world, largely distributed in the most assorted areas, like ephemeral 
business or cultural enterprises, commercial spaces, restaurants, libraries, and theaters 
which, by reason of their materialization, have turned to “a do not miss” phenomena 
that engage and immerse a wide range of audiences.211 In light of its cost-effective 
nature, the pop-up culture phenomenon has immensely affected art display practices 
particularly in communities such as the United States of America and the United 
Kingdom. In these countries, according to the TrendsWatch 2012 annual report on new 
tendencies in museums, pop-up museums have been in large rapidly expanding.212  
 
Pop-up museums as defined by Nina Simon, former Executive Director of the Santa 
Cruz Museum of Art & History, and author of The Art of Relevance and the Museum 
2.0 blog,213 are ephemeral institutions existing in ephemeral spaces, and a way to 
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catalyze conversations among diverse people, mediated by their objects.214A 
definition-pertinent example is the San Francisco Mobile Museum, which identifies 
itself as an experiment, collaborates with art institutions and communities to display 
short-term exhibitions that appear in store fronts, parks and social spaces, often made 
by and, at the same time, for the people.215  
 
Taking advantage of both the experience economy and millennials appetite for 
photograph-ready immersive theme installations,216 the Museum of Ice Cream in New 
York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Miami features imaginative, multi-sensory 
installations that provoke audiences to immerse themselves into unprecedented 
concepts.217 The museum’s success, with over 1.5 million visitors across its pop-ups, 
has motivated the genesis of numerous similar “experience machines”,218 like the 
Museum of Pizza and the Dream/Nightmare Machine in New York City, the Color 
Factory in New York City and Houston, and countless more.  
 
This newly proliferating genre of pop-up environments made for social media raises 
doubts over what we can actually regard as a museum,219 and what can be identified 
as art. Walter Benjamin’s ‘Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ 
suggests that the ‘aura’ and the unique presence of an original piece of art has been 
undermined by the perpetual technological reproduction of images.220 In a cynical 
response to Walter Benjamin’s theory, these spaces replace the void of the lost ‘aura’ 
of the original works of art, by using the aura of their visitors. Whereas, for Walter 
Benjamin the aura of the authenticity of a work of art is diminished by the process and 
outgrowth of reproduction, the aura of these pop-up environments is nourished by the 
behavior of visitors.221 
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From another standpoint, Digital Museums provide audiences with an entirely 
different kind of immersive aesthetic experiences, utilizing the digital domain to 
expand the borders and capacities of art, while creating new relationships between 
people and transforming the already existing ones. The rejection of the unmitigated 
attachment to physical media has signified a new era for digital artworks, which can 
now expand physically and express the capacity for change. Viewers of the digital 
artworks in display are usually in a constant interaction with the environment and can 
incite a perpetual change in the ways these artworks are presented. Through this 
interactive relationship audiences constitute an intrinsic part of the digital artworks, 
affecting the movement, the colors, the sounds, and their patterns, or acquiring the 
feeling of being part of the overall concept.222  
 
Embracing their passion for the expansion of art in the digital domain, teamLab has 
launched its first Borderless Digital Art Museum in Tokyo in 2018.223 In its first year of 
operation the museum has managed to reach out to 2.3 million visitors by providing 
remarkable immersive experiences, and thus to become the world’s most visited single 
artist museum.224 On the 5th of November 2019, the teamLab has opened its doors to 
the second Borderless Museum in Shangai.225 This record-setting success of the team 
lab stems from the interdisciplinary confluence of art, science, technology, design and 
the natural world that invites people to the uncharted territory of digital art, and 
ultimately in a space overwhelmed by immersive aesthetic experiences.226 
 
The year of 2018 witnessed one more opening in the sector of digital arts, the Atelier 
des Lumières in Paris, an immersive Digital Exhibition Centre housed in a former 
foundry.227 The projection-based exhibitions revive great artists’ biographies and 
works through digital casts onto floors, walls, and ceilings, enabling visitors to actually 
walk inside the moving paintings.228 
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A recapitulation of the above mentioned examples will probably leave us with a pivotal 
question: do sensory-based experiences represent the future or the end of art?229 
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Conclusions 
Broadly translated, our analysis in this thesis indicates that in the emerging 
contemporary cultural environment museums face many challenges. Like every area of 
activity, museums experience eras that are characterized by transformative changes. 
Elizabeth Merritt and Garry Golden argue that change can either be incremental or 
disruptive. Incremental change happens gradually over time and involves small 
changes, while disruptive change is radical and usually involves changes that are 
outside our experience. The transformation of museums from closed to open systems 
has shaped a sequence of new challenges, associated with the changes in society.230 
 
On consideration of the foregoing, museums have to both serve and safeguard the art 
for the sake of present and future generations, while at the same time ought to remain 
exciting and relevant, engage new audiences, compete with modern leisure trends, 
embrace technological advancements, and respond to the frenzy around social media 
and web 2.0. The current literature suggests that it is difficult to arrive at any 
conclusions with regard to which is the best way to truly engage audiences in an ever-
changing era. Every museum is distinguished from one another by adopting its own 
policies and strategies in every sector of its organization. This fact makes each and 
every museum unique, just like living organisms. 
 
Initiating our discussion around the simple question “what is actually behind the 
concept of a museum?” and moving on to more complex issues, our research focused 
on the changes in the contemporary social environment and the ways museums were 
affected. In the process of transformation from traditional to modern museums, there 
are definitely both barriers and high risks. The acceptance of these challenges and risks 
creates a dynamic relationship between museums and society, a relationship that is 
built to last, and one that can contribute to the familiarization with culture and the 
elimination of preconceptions. 
 
                                                 
230 Merritt and Golden, 2010, 9. 
   
  -46- 
Despite the limitations and to illuminate this relatively uncharted area, we have made 
references to examples of successful museum experiences, in order to provide a good 
starting point for discussion and further research. The examination of factual case 
studies shapes our perspective of the reciprocal relationship between museums and 
the contemporary world, as well as enriches the current academic literature.  
 
The aim of this thesis was to shed light on the ways museums have been reshaped 
over the passage of time from the state of being distant and exclusive, to a state of 
inclusion, participation and continuous progression, and a state where audiences are 
placed in the center of the organization, by undertaking initiatives for new and more 
meaningful opportunities of engagement with museum experiences. The trigger point 
to all of the changes highlighted above has been occasioned by the emersion of 
technological advancements that society has experienced in a web-speed velocity.  
 
To refer back to Merritt and Golden, futures-thinking and foresight were the primary 
means through which museums have developed an entirely new mindset. Foresight 
and futures thinking emphasizes on identifying and monitoring change (alternatively 
termed scanning), on imagining differences (forecasting and creating scenarios), and 
last but not least, on communicating and responding to change, by incorporating what 
one can learn from foresight into an organization’s institutional planning process.231  
 
The conclusion that derives from our research can be summarized as follows: For the 
purpose of staying relevant in the 21st century audiences, museums have to identify 
and monitor change in society, and take the appropriate steps to create both a 
strategic vision and plan, in order to profoundly engage their visitors by creating a 
sense of belonging. The development of engaging museums should not focus on 
increasing visitor figures, but, rather on establishing an abiding relationship with 
audiences. Museum sustainability and success range are depended on whether this 
interrelation is resilient. The museum of the future has to be a collective creation, an 
environment for open and free participation, for the exchange of knowledge, and for 
the research of new needs. 
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Sustainability and success, also stem from museums’ internal management practices. 
For example, human resource management appears to be imperative as a strategic 
resource for guiding an organization. Executive and senior leadership is moving toward 
the role of ‘partner’, as opposed to the outdated role of ‘personnel’. As a matter of 
urgency, museums have to plan for knowledge transfer and training, manage 
individual performance and compensation, and embrace diversity.232 Ultimately, some 
recommendations for a sustainable future of museums involve systematic public 
surveys, active participation and scientific presence in international forums with regard 
to developments in the museum sector, establishment of strong networks of 
collaboration, and commitment to lifelong learning.  
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